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Abstract

Fieldwork provides essential access to participants’ everyday prac-
tices, but this close engagement also exposes researchers to unpre-
dictable ethical dilemmas. Navigating these dilemmas can be chal-
lenging for researchers because ethics principles, codes of conduct,
or assessment by ethics boards do not address all fieldwork chal-
lenges that researchers might encounter. Addressing ethical dilem-
mas inevitably involves researchers’ own values and judgements,
yet, little is known about what and how researchers’ values in-
form their decisions in practice. This study investigates researchers’
value enactment, drawing on four workshops with 21 participants
who conduct user research fieldwork. We identified (1) a collection
of values that orient researchers’ practice, extending current under-
standings of what values operate in design research; and (2) a set
of seven questions, each anchored in a declared value that surface
recurring tensions in fieldwork. Together, these insights deepen the
understanding of ethical decision-making in fieldwork, supporting
ethical reflection and value alignment within teams.
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1 Introduction

Research ethics provides the principles and values that guide re-
sponsible engagement with participants throughout the research
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process [91]. Defining and enacting ethics principles remains chal-
lenging across HCIs’ diverse disciplinary and cultural contexts
[19, 25, 26], with fieldwork emerging as an ethically complex do-
main [43, 73, 105]. Despite cross-country variations, researchers
entering the field typically rely on procedural ethics in the form of
formal ethics reviews [72] and codes of ethics (e.g. [9, 47]), to guide
their work in an ethical manner [30]. These formal safeguards are
grounded in protecting human rights, freedom, and dignity [59] and
in upholding universal principles of ethical research [87]. However,
discussions in the domain of research ethics in design and the social
sciences tend to contrast procedural ethics with situated ethics in
the field, highlighting ethical challenges [60, 71, 72] that formal
mechanisms cannot anticipate. Guillemin and Gillam called the
ethical challenges arising in specific situations the “ethically impor-
tant moments” [50]. According to the authors, ethically important
moments are situations that arise unexpectedly, often subtle or
difficult, but carrying significant ethical weight. These moments
reflect a situational approach to ethics, in which judgment depends
on the circumstances at hand [72]. Ethically important moments
often result from the friction of engaging with diverse perspec-
tives and lived experiences [39], and manifest as misalignments or
disagreements regarding alternative courses of action [39, 40]. In
face of ethically important moments, researchers must often make
immediate judgments in contexts where established guidelines pro-
vide little direction and no option appears unequivocally right or
wrong [50]. Such frictions can place core values that research ethics
seeks to uphold—such as Openness and Transparency—under ten-
sion, as researchers adapt to contextual demands and prioritise
participant protection [92]. This can lead to decisions that extend
beyond agreed principles [40, 100], and may even contradict them
(e.g. [103]), generating consequences for both participants and re-
searchers [70, 87].

Instead of preventing ethically questionable decisions, formal
safeguards can sometimes create the illusion that a project or study
is being conducted according to high ethical standards. A strict
reliance on formal safeguards, may discourage researchers from
engaging with the deeper human values and complexities that situ-
ations can demand, as they already achieved the duty of submitting
the project to the ethics board [9]. It can also lead to overlooking
the moral reflection required to consider the ethical implications of
research itself [74].
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To understand how researchers engage in these ethically impor-
tant situations, recent work highlights that ethical decision-making
is mediated by three interrelated factors — individual practice, or-
ganisational practice, and applied ethics — that may either enable
or constrain action [48]. To explore how researchers engage with
the complexities posed by ethical dilemmas, our study focuses on
the individual practice factor, which encompasses personal expe-
riences and commitments that inform the judgements enacted in
situ [51]. As Pole and Hillyard [83] note, these judgements shape
fieldwork, where “there is no escape from the values” researchers
carry into practice, shaping what is seen, recorded, and interpreted.
This focus aligns with prior HCI work showing that values become
visible through practice, emerging from situated interactions and
the cultural contexts in which research unfolds [78]. Within this
domain, we examine researchers’ values — understood as core prin-
ciples that shape long-term beliefs, guide actions, and give meaning
to lived experiences [94] — as a way to understand how individ-
ual practice informs and justifies ethical decisions across contexts
[61, 68]. A range of frameworks has been developed within HCI to
support the elicitation and articulation of values, with Value Sensi-
tive Design (VSD) [35, 36] being one of the most recognised [42].
These frameworks can also highlight value tensions, understood
as misalignments between values — whether within the self [81]
or among stakeholder groups [35, 37, 38]. Making such tensions
visible provides insight into project ecosystems [17, 35, 75] and
highlights emerging social conflicts [57] that require careful negoti-
ation [10, 76]. Recognising and addressing these tensions can help
navigate ethical challenges and identify appropriate solutions [63],
while also enabling more honest reflection, inviting critique, and
fostering collective ethical growth [41].

Although the ethical dilemmas researchers encounter have been
well documented, there has been little connection made between
these dilemmas and the values researchers draw upon as guides
in their practice. In particular, it remains unclear how researchers’
values are mobilised in ethically important moments and what oc-
curs when they come into tension. This study addresses this gap
by exploring the values that guide design researchers’ practice. We
refer to these as professional values, meaning the moral stance that
arise from researchers’ professional role, in connection with their
individual values, and that shape how researchers make decisions in
practice [32]. We then analyse how these values come under tension
when researchers face ethical dilemmas. We held 4 participatory
workshops with 21 researchers of six nationalities, working in HCI,
Design, or related fields from Portugal, Italy, Belgium, the United
States, and the United Kingdom. These researchers worked across
diverse cultural and institutional settings, with most based in insti-
tutions with more flexible formal ethics oversight. The workshops
explored researchers’ professional values and the ethical dilemmas
they had encountered in their practice. Participants reflected on
their decision-making processes, the actions they took in response
to those dilemmas, and what they might do differently in hind-
sight. Central to our analysis, was the relationship between the
values guiding researchers in their practice and the tensions these
same values generated in understanding ethical decision-making.
Our findings extend prior work on ethical decision-making [48]
by foregrounding individual practice illustrating how researchers’
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professional values take shape through situated interpretation, in-
forming ethical judgement and action. We further advance this
perspective by examining how ethical judgements unfold in real
time as researchers respond to situations in the field, a process
often described as ethics-in-action [31]. We extend this concept by
analysing how values — and the tensions between them — shape
situational judgment and reveal the dynamic ways in which values
are mobilised, negotiated, or compromised in practice.

This paper has two main contributions. First, the paper con-
tributes a collection of values that underpin design researchers’
practice, expanding current understandings of what values operate
in design research. These values reflect the principles that shaped
what researchers from the study based their decisions on in their
work, what they sought to cultivate in their engagement with par-
ticipants, what they appreciated in their colleagues, and the internal
conflicts they navigated within their practice. Second, we offer a set
of seven reflexive questions, each making visible a recurring value
tension in the field. Abstracted from participants’ ethical dilem-
mas, these questions serve as prompts for individual and collective
reflection on values such as Transparency, Pragmatism, Care, Use-
fulness, Supportiveness, Trust, and Empathy. They also show how
values are negotiated across contexts, including moments where
they are weakened or sidelined, which we refer to as value ero-
sion, or stretched beyond their intended scope, which we call value
overextension. These contributions deepen the understanding of
ethical decision-making in fieldwork, complementing existing sit-
uated ethics and value frameworks that focus on the individual
practices of researchers, and offering questions and tensions that
can be used to support ethical reflection and value alignment within
teams.

This study is structured in seven sections. We begin with a review
of ethical challenges in research and the frameworks developed to
navigate them, followed by an overview of approaches for eliciting
values and value tensions among researchers. Section 3 outlines
our methodology, detailing the workshops conducted in this study.
Section 4 presents an analysis of researchers’ professional values
and the value tensions that emerged from their reflection of ethical
dilemmas in fieldwork. Section 5 situates these findings within
existing literature, presents implications for practice, and reflects on
the study’s limitations. Section 6 concludes the paper and identifies
directions for future work.

2 Background
2.1 Addressing Ethical Challenges in Practice

Fieldwork is a way of doing research that is grounded in first-hand
data collection through personal interaction and/or sustained en-
gagement in participants’ natural settings [84]. In HCI, engaging in
fieldwork typically involves conducting observation, interviews, or
co-design workshops, which allows researchers to build a situated
understanding of people’s practices as they unfold in real-world
contexts [3]. Engaging in fieldwork requires an ethical reflection to
protect participants and ensure socially responsible collaboration
between science and society [82]. In many cases, conducting field-
work also entails a formal ethical assessment, that, while varying to
different cultures and scientific communities [109], often requires
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researchers to justify the potential benefits of their planned field-
work activities while demonstrating that risks of doing harm have
been carefully considered and mitigated [89].

While getting a formal ethics assessment helps minimise issues
in research, not all ethics issues can be predicted or minimised be-
fore starting the research. In particular, unpredicted ethical issues
[23], challenges [28, 73], dilemmas [43, 87, 100], disruptions [74],
also known as paradoxes [74, 85], extend well beyond this initial
review, making researchers improvise decisions not foreseen at
the submission stage [74]. These challenges emerge in the practi-
cal conduct of fieldwork, where researchers must ensure genuine
consent and participation [87, 106], safeguard participants’ privacy
and confidentiality [87, 100], protect participants’ autonomy during
ongoing interactions [100, 106], and continually negotiate their role
as boundaries shift in practice [87, 100, 106]. Conducting fieldwork
often puts researchers in situations where their role is challenged
[6, 107], as they need to balance responses appropriately to meet
participants individual needs and demands, which Munteanu et al.
[72] refer to as situational ethics. These emotional and interpersonal
demands on researchers also increase the risk of harm to partici-
pants, particularly those from vulnerable populations [104, 107], as
well as to researchers themselves [90, 100, 106, 107].

Kouritzin and Nakagawa [60] suggest that the prevalence of
ethical issues in research are due to a misunderstanding of when
researchers should act on ethical issues, sometimes leading to re-
searchers acting on them only when they appear [79, 108]. More-
over, researchers’ ability to act ethically can be limited by social,
economic, and political pressures [85] as well as by competing
priorities imposed by stakeholders [12, 23, 61, 81]. Dealing with
these challenges resurfaces moral stress [86], where individuals
know what is ethically right but lack the agency, resources, and/or
structural support to act on it, leaving them with frustration, guilt
or even a sense of failure.

In response, some have criticised the adequacy of current forms
of ethical review [8], while others propose different approaches to
guide ethical decision-making and reflexivity in unprepared com-
plex moments. Munteanu et al. [72] outlined a situational ethics
framework, that highlights researchers’ adaptability to the spe-
cific circumstances in which ethical decisions arise, emphasising
the recognition of ethical triggers, adaptation of protocols in the
field, collaboration with review boards, and integration of multi-
disciplinary expertise in shaping ethical guidelines. In-action ethics
[31], which builds on situational ethics, shifts attention to how
researchers make and reflect on ethical choices while situations
unfold, highlighting the improvisational and reflexive character of
ethical decision-making in practice, rather than relying solely on
predefined rules. In addition, ethical sensibility [41] involves reflect-
ing on one’s experiences, relationships, and the surrounding context
to recognise ethical issues and guide thoughtful, responsible action.
Moreover, Feminist ethics [18] seeks to extend this beyond situa-
tional and ethics sensibilities, by emphasising how ethical practice
must attend to the power relations embedded in research encoun-
ters, foregrounding collective responsibility, care, and the ongoing
work of resisting intersecting forms of oppression. Additionally,
Design Justice [15] centres the leadership of marginalised commu-
nities in shaping research and design processes, advocating for ap-
proaches that redistribute power, challenge systemic inequities, and
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embed intersectional awareness throughout. Other ethical lenses
found in the literature focused on a shift focus from individual
responses to people’s values [6, 33], virtues [102], in encounters
[16], distribution of responsibility across roles and relationships
[39], and bodily and emotional impacts [24].

While prior work recognises ethical dilemmas in fieldwork and
presents frameworks to support researchers beyond formal review,
it provides limited insight into how researchers reflect on or justify
the decisions they make when navigating such dilemmas. Given the
situated and often improvised nature of fieldwork, this remains a
significant gap. Our study addresses this by examining researchers’
own accounts, foregrounding how individual practice inform eth-
ical decision-making and reveals the values thar are prioritised,
negotiated or challenged as fieldwork unfolds.

2.2 Eliciting Values and Value Tensions

In line with Schwartz’s theory of basic human values [94], we
view a researcher’s values as stable, trans-situational beliefs that
guide and justify one’s choices and actions to reach a desirable end
goal. According to Schwartz Theory [94], different values can show
compatibilities, pursuing one helps pursuing the other, but also
incompatibility across different values that lead to values in clashing
with each other. Petersen [80] acknowledge this as internal tensions
- tension between different ethical values — and propose other two
possible value tensions, such as a conceptual tension, where a single
value is understood differently across different stakeholders, and
external tensions where values conflict with practical constraints,
leading to trade-off or exclusion of value elicitations [107]. Nishal
and Diakopoulos [76] further note that tensions can emerge within
a value itself, which can simultaneously define problems and guide
solutions, shaping design practice.

Several frameworks have been used to advocate for eliciting val-
ues and value tensions within deliberative approach to ethics. VSD
[33, 35] seeks to integrate human values into technology design by
making researchers’ and other stakeholders’ personal assumptions
explicit, thereby exposing value tensions and conflicts [62] that are
then collaboratively debated and made accountable [17, 54, 75]. VSD
has generated a range of aligned methods for negotiating values
and tensions [36], such as Value Scenarios [75] which systemati-
cally examine how technologies shape values across time, context,
and actors, and Value Dams and Flows [69], which help balance
minority and majority positions to avoid harmful exclusions.

While influential, VSD has been criticised for essentialising val-
ues as static and universal [49], neglecting their situated character
[56], the hierarchical constraints that shape values [110], and their
fundamentally indeterminate nature [66], where meanings shift
and adapt across contexts [22]. Having a predefined set of ethically-
focused human values, such as those proposed by Friedman and
Hendry [35], ensures that critical values would be missed or ar-
ticulated during the discussion [101]. However, authors [5, 56, 62]
argue that predefined lists can miss the values and tensions that
only become visible through ongoing, inductive, and interpretive
work — where values are recognised, adapted, or retired in practice
[77].

Other proposed approaches include Values at Play [29] that
promotes an early identification of project-relevant values, their
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translation into design decisions, and later verification to ensure
their embodiment and Value Levers [95] that provides mechanisms
to foreground ethical concerns and encourage consensus around
values as design criteria. Another methodology for addressing eth-
ical tensions is Virtuous Practice Design (VPD), which instead of
starting with a list of values, uses a framework of virtues [88], as a
critical lens to evaluate whether those current standards and the re-
sulting practice are actually ethical. This analysis results in concrete
prescriptions that aim to reshape the practice so that it actively
cultivates these virtues in its practitioners, rather than hindering
them.

Several tools explicitly use values as a lens for ethical reflection,
making value exploration more accessible and engaging in collab-
orative environments. These tools are designed to surface value
tensions and encourage critical discussion that might otherwise
remain implicit. Examples include card-based toolkits such as the
Design with Intent Toolkit [65], the Behaviour Change Strategy
Cards [58], Mental Notes [1], and the Inclusive Design Toolkit [14],
which prompt both individual designers and design teams to delib-
erate on values and their potential conflicts. Other approaches, such
as the Envisioning Cards [34], extend this reflection to stakehold-
ers, the pervasiveness of technological impacts, and their temporal
unfolding, while the Moral Agent game [45], part of the Ethics
for Designers Toolkit [44], enables participants to embody moral
values as their ambassador and has to bring in the moral value into
a design while identifying the hidden moral values of other players.

Workshops and co-design activities have also been used to make
ethical tensions visible and discussable. As existing methods are
being adapted to design for ethical impact [11], we see specula-
tive approaches using design fictions and scenario-based methods
which provide a space that helps to envision ways of using disrup-
tive technologies and potential emerging value and ethical issues,
helping to focus attention on value tensions, and longer-term soci-
etal implications that might otherwise go unnoticed [17]. Examples
of activities developed for values advocacy include [2, 97, 111-113]
which elicit reflections, conceptualise values and ethical tensions
during the design process.

The methodologies, methods and tools mentioned here predomi-
nantly support elicitation and deliberation on values and mostly
focus on project-level or stakeholder negotiations. However, they
offer little insight into which values actually guide and are priori-
tised by researchers themselves, or how these values shape their
decisions in the field and generate situated tensions during dilem-
mas. Our study shifts the focus to the researcher individual practice,
aiming to identify common values that guide researchers’ decisions
and to examine how these values become sites of tension during
fieldwork, shaping ethical decision-making.

3 Methods

To better explore the underexamined role of values in shaping re-
searchers’ ethical decisions, we held 4 participatory workshops.
The sessions explored researchers’ professional values and past
ethical dilemmas, focusing on the values that came into tension
in those specific moments. We used participatory workshops to
support collaborative reflection and contrast differing viewpoints
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among participants [67]. Three workshops involved 2-5 partici-
pants and took 1 hour while one of the workshops involved 10
participants and consequently the session took around 2 hours and
thirty minutes. All workshops included one or two researchers
moderating the sessions and taking notes. The workshops were
conducted in Portuguese or English, depending on participants’
language preferences.

Three workshops were conducted remotely and one was held in
person in Portugal, according to participants’ availability and loca-
tion. In both contexts, participants were guided through the same
activities and written materials were provided both in Portuguese
or English, alongside stationery. Online sessions used Teams meet-
ingsl, and Mural?. All sessions were video-recorded, except for one
due to technical issues, where detailed notes were taken instead. All
the materials generated were saved for transcription and in-depth
analysis.

3.1 Workshop Activities

We started each workshop session by introducing the moderators
and the workshop goals (see Table 1 for an overview of the work-
shop activities). To facilitate a more personal introduction, partici-
pants were invited to take a moment to reflect and then write down
or select from a list with 61 values, the values that shaped their
professional practice. The list of values was drawn from one of the
decks of Signo3, a card-based game designed to elicit, prioritise, and
map values in the creation of digital technologies across diverse
stakeholders such as developers, designers, or philosophers (see
Figure 1). Reflecting on these cards participants considered (a) core
values that guide their work, (b) aspirational values they admire
in colleagues, and (c) challenging values they experience tension
with or find difficult to embody consistently. These values were
then placed on the participant’s individual value map, creating a
visual representation of their professional landscape. After the first
workshop session, we identified a fourth dimension emerging in
participants’ reflections, which concerned the feelings they wanted
to evoke in others when interacting with them. We incorporated
this additional dimension in subsequent workshops.

The second activity focused on ethical challenges participants
encountered in their work. Participants were asked to fill in dedi-
cated forms or cards with specific dilemmas by noting: (i) the ethical
dilemma faced, (ii) the entities involved, (iii) the solution or deci-
sion made at the time, (iv) and a potential alternative solution they
might consider in hindsight, (v) the values that were at play in the
conflict, and (vi) the project or context in which it occurred (op-
tional). Participants then placed these cards on a board representing
a project journey map (see Figure 2), where the beginning of the
road represented the conception of an idea and the end represented
the delivery phase. To illustrate their dilemmas, participants were
also given a set of icons that could be positioned alongside the
cards. To help situate this activity, we introduced common ethical

IMS Teams is a videoconference platform available at: https://teams.live.com.
2Mural is an online collaboration software available at: https://www.mural.co.

3In this paper we used Signo cards to prompt reflection on a diverse set of tangible
values. Their open-ended design and evocative illustrations enable participants to
project their own interpretations into the values. Signo card game, designed to support
ethics reflection, is available at: https://signo.projects.fraunhofer.pt/en/signo- card-
game/.


https://teams.live.com
https://www.mural.co
https://signo.projects.fraunhofer.pt/en/signo-card-game/
https://signo.projects.fraunhofer.pt/en/signo-card-game/

Navigating Ethical Dilemmas: The Value Landscape Behind Fieldwork Decisions

CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

Table 1: Workshop activities and their descriptions

Duration Activity Description

15 min Value mapping To help participants reflect on and articulate the values that guide,
inspire, or challenge their professional practice, creating a visual
representation of their own value map.

45 min Ethical dilemmas journey To explore how and when participants encounter ethical challenges
in their work, identify the values at play, and reflect on decisions
made and possible alternatives.

10 min Open reflection To give participants space to share additional insights, experiences,

or ethical concerns not captured in earlier activities.

VALUES

Experience Exclusion Excellence

[signof ig [signof
vALUES

Encouragement

Empowerment

[signof [signof [signof

VALUES

Evidence Ethics

[signo/ /signo/ /signof

VALUES

Efficiency

VALUES

Education

[signo| [signof [signof

Figure 1: Examples of Signo cards displaying different values. During the first workshop activity we used Signo cards to help
turn abstract values into tangible concepts, offering participants a large curated list of examples to stimulate reflection. The
cards open-ended design, featuring only a value term and an evocative illustration, without a predefined definition, enabled
participants to project their own interpretations into the values. By prompting deeper engagement and enabling multiple
meanings to surface, these cards became an effective tool for value-centred research.

themes identified in prior literature [100], such as confidential-
ity and anonymity, the risk of researchers being misidentified in
their role, participant autonomy, potential harm to participants or
researchers, and the evaluation of projects by ethics committees,
while also encouraging participants to go beyond these categories.
Each participant was then invited to present their journey map,
the dilemmas they had represented, the icons they chose, and the
positioning of the cards. After each presentation, the discussion was
opened to allow other participants to comment on the dilemmas or
add related experiences to the conversation.

Each workshop session concluded with a large group discussion
activity, where participants could share any aspects they consid-
ered important but that had not been previously discussed. This
activity provided fewer ethically important examples, however, as
participants reflected on how infrastructures and tools could help
their practice, it also informed our analysis of ethical reflection and
decision-making throughout fieldwork.
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People involved (team, stakeholders, users, clients, others):
researcher, participant, informal caregiver
Proposed solution:

explain caregiver that this is not true > caused tension and
disappointment from the caregiver

Would you do anything different?

inform caregiver better beforehand, that nothing would be explained
10 participant if it is incorrect information fnot even to convince
someone)

Value(s) in conflict

transparency

clarity

Conception

Deliver

Silva et al.
People involved (team, stakeholders, users, clients, others): Dilemma Valuefs) in conflict
paricpent i sty Gechnology beiog testedintei homest - priner o Fotdpan vt
hat partcipant, researcher 16 drop out of the aol n

Proposed solution: project, but we over this situation
respect their boundaries > get in touch with participants and ask about needed them for
why, but not pushing them into changing their mind the testing phase. agency > suppart

dilemma = trying 1o B Flay
Would you do anything different? convince them to participant

net really, but hope to in the future don't even consider trying to not drop out +
convince them asking why they
wanted to drop out

Figure 2: Materials from the workshop activity used in the remote sessions. In this exercise, participants used specially designed
cards with prompts. to describe ethical dilemmas, including the dilemma description, decision made, alternative actions, values
involved, and project context. Cards were placed by participants on a “journey map” board, showing when they occurred in the
timeline from project conception to delivery. Icons could be added to illustrate the dilemma.

3.2 Setting and Participants

We involved participants with experience in user research fieldwork
ranging from a MSc thesis student to senior researchers with a PhD,
including researchers from the fields of HCI and Design, who work
under the themes of Health and Accessibility, with vulnerable pop-
ulations (e.g., older adults, people with chronic conditions, people
with dementia, people who are blind or have low vision, etc.). Par-
ticipants were recruited from different countries, universities, and
research centres to maximise diversity and enhance the depth of the
qualitative analysis [46]. We were able to recruit researchers from
Portugal, Belgium, Brazil, Italy, the UK, and the USA, representing
contexts with relevant differences in how ethical frameworks are
interpreted and applied. While research ethics committees follow
broadly shared principles, their implementation varies across coun-
tries [52, 53]. For example, the EU (including the UK) operate under
strict GDPR requirements, whereas the USA depends more on insti-
tutional review boards, sector-specific regulations, and professional
codes such as the ACM Code of Ethics, resulting in greater vari-
ability in data and privacy protection [93]. Cultural backgrounds
also create differences in ways that may shape values underpin-
ning decision-making and collective action, as nations differ on
dimensions such as power distance, individualism, masculinity, un-
certainty avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence, which

can shape researchers’ values [55]. For the recruitment of partici-
pants, we invited colleagues from our institution as well as project
partners, or external collaborators. We also asked these colleagues
to share the invitation with members of their research groups or
professional contacts, allowing us to reach additional participants
across different institutions and countries. All the participants who
were interested in participating in the study were later contacted
to schedule the workshops.

In Portugal, we had a total of 15 participants (see Table 2): thir-
teen of Portuguese nationality, one Brazilian and one Italian. The
latter two were nonetheless employed at a Portuguese institution.
The sample included three participants from Belgium, all affiliated
with the same institution, and two participants from the USA, both
from the same institution. Participants had a diverse range of ex-
perience conducting fieldwork, which varied from 1 to 25 years
of experience. Most participants had experience with various user
research methods and fieldwork activities, including interviews
(N=21), observations (N=19), usability tests (N=19), co-design work-
shops (N=16), surveys (N=16), field trials (N=15), and focus groups
(N=12). Further, from the 21 participants, 15 stated that they had
led or contributed to ethics submission requests. Two of our par-
ticipants were members of Ethics Committees of their institution,
with one of them being the president.
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Table 2: Overview of participants’ demographics participating in this study.

Portugal Italy Belgium United Brazil United Total
Kingdom States

Total 13 1 3 1 1 2 21
Education
Bachelor 1 0 1 0 0 0 2
Master in progress 2 0 0 0 0 0 2
Master 3 1 1 0 1 0 6
PhD in progress 3 0 0 0 0 1 4
PhD 4 0 1 1 0 1 7
Role
Student 4 0 0 0 0 1 5
Researcher 5 2 0 1 9
Senior Researcher” 4 0 1 1 0 1 7
Years of Experience
1-3 years 5 0 1 0 0 0 6
4-6 years 2 1 1 0 0 1 5
14-16 years 2 0 0 0 1 0 3
17-19 years 3 0 1 0 0 0 4
20-25 years 1 0 0 1 0 1 3
Gender
Male 4 1 1 0 0 0 6
Female 9 0 2 1 1 2 15

" The category “Senior Researcher” refers to participants occupying advanced academic or research positions, including Postdoctoral Fellows,

Assistant/Associate/Full Professors, Senior Lecturers, or equivalent professional titles.

3.3 Analysis

All the recorded sessions were transcribed verbatim in Portuguese
or English. The transcriptions and notes from the sessions were
analysed using the Reflexive Thematic Analysis [7, 13]. One re-
searcher conducted the initial reading and coding of the transcripts
and notes. The analysis was discussed collaboratively with the
other three authors, who contributed to refining codes and shaping
themes. The resulting codes and preliminary themes were trans-
ferred to a Mural board, where they were further organised into
broader categories and ultimately synthesised into themes. The
analysis was done in two complementary steps: First, we focused
on the values guiding researchers’ practices and organised them
according to their contextual meaning. Second, we analysed the
ethical dilemmas shared by participants. For each dilemma, we
identified its type, the solutions proposed or attempted, and the
values in tension within the dilemma itself. Through this process,
we identified a set of recurring tensions, which we organised as
questions in this paper. These questions reflected the ambiguity
researchers experience when navigating situations where different
values are in tension. We also identified additional insights, that
while not being the main focus of the article, informed our under-
standing of the findings. This included a categorisation of dilemmas
participants mentioned, including dilemmas related to participants’
autonomy, potential harm, confidentiality and anonymity, the role
of the researcher being mistaken. All excerpts used from sessions
held in Portuguese were translated.

We validated the insights from our analysis with research par-
ticipants. First, we prepared a presentation with the preliminary

results of the study and presented to the participants from the first
workshop session. Participants were asked to rate the extent to
which they resonated with each value tension presented on a four-
point scale (ranging from not at all to strongly), as well as other
general comments they saw fit. Second, we sent the initial version
of our paper to all workshop participants, providing them with an
opportunity to comment on our analysis. Together, these initiatives
confirmed that the tensions were both recognisable and relevant,
thereby providing a robust foundation for subsequent in-depth
analyses of central value tensions.

3.4 Ethics

We followed ACM research ethics guidelines [4], ensuring informed
consent, confidentiality, and participants’ right to withdraw from
the study. All participants provided written informed consent before
the sessions, after knowing about the workshop objectives, the
activities proposed, and data management aspects. Our institution
does not have an ethics board and ethical review is not required for
this type of research in the country we work in. All data were kept
confidential and used solely for the purposes of this research

4 Findings

Our findings show how researchers articulate, negotiate, and reflect
on the values that underpin their professional practice. We first
present the professional values participants identified as significant
in their work and relationships, including tensions they explicitly
acknowledged. We then trace how these values became situated
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in practice, resurfacing within the ethical dilemmas shared dur-
ing the workshops. While few dilemmas reflected direct internal
tensions described by participants, many placed at risk the values
to which researchers expressed the strongest commitment with,
requiring compromise and negotiation in their decision-making.
This section illustrates four dimensions through which researchers
articulated their values, and then discusses the dilemmas they faced,
reframed as questions that tested how these seven guiding values
were enacted in practice.

4.1 Researchers’ Professional Values

Our analysis reveals that HCI and design researchers navigate a
rich and complex ecosystem of values that shape their professional
conduct in fieldwork (Figure 3; alternative tabular and heatmap
representations are provided in the Supplementary Material docu-
ment). Participants engaged deeply with four proposed dimensions:
Values I live by, Values I want others to feel with me, Values I admire
in others, and Values in conflict with. In our analysis, we observed
that participants did not always treat values as fixed or bound to a
single dimension. Instead, they often positioned values in-between
dimensions or even set them aside. For instance, one participant
placed Ethics outside the framework, saying it is “present in every-
thing” (P21, Portugal, Senior Researcher), emphasising that Ethics
is not a standalone value but an overarching principle that informs
their perspective on other values. Participants often created depen-
dencies between values, treating them as complementary elements
that work together toward broader goals. For instance, P1 (Portu-
gal, Senior Researcher) described Comprehension as a “bridge” that
allows the enjoyment of aesthetic experiences (Beauty) to connect
with the drive to explore and learn (Curiosity).

While each dimension highlights a distinct perspective, partici-
pants frequently recognised connections between them, showing
how one set of values could influence or be reflected in another
dimension. One participant noticed she had placed the same values
across different dimensions and described the resulting structure as
“an X” (P17, Portugal, PhD Student), explaining that the values she
was in conflict with were the same values she admired in others,
while the values she lived by were the same values she wanted oth-
ers to feel about her. Another participant noted that “what I admire
in others is what I would like others to feel when they are with me”
(P18, Portugal, PhD Student), suggesting that aspirational values
reflect the qualities she aimed to evoke or encourage in others dur-
ing interactions. Values lived by and admired were also connected
as “I try to be ambitious but I also know that I like [it] when my
colleagues are ambitious” (P13, Belgium, Senior Researcher).

4.1.1  Values I Live By. This dimension reflects the principles re-
searchers rely on when entering and navigating fieldwork. They
shape the researchers’ stance before any dilemma appears, guiding
what it means to act appropriately, responsibly, and influencing
how relationships and practices unfold in the field. The values most
frequently mentioned as guiding researchers’ everyday practice
include Collaboration and Empathy, indicating that the researchers’
fundamental approach to fieldwork builds on working with others
and understanding their perspectives. Alongside them, participants
frequently mentioned Beauty, Inclusion, Accessibility and Care, sug-
gesting the work activity is also shaped by aesthetics, fairness, and
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attentiveness to the needs of others. Other guiding values appeared
less frequently but carried personal weight. For example, P14 ex-
plained that while many values on the list felt “taken as given” in
research, she deliberately chose Fun and Enjoyment because they
sustain her motivation, as “If I don’t enjoy my work, I lose interest”
(P14, UK, Senior Researcher).

4.1.2  Values | Want Others to Feel With Me. When considering
what values others are to feel in the researcher’s presence, we no-
ticed a lot of common values listed in the Values I Live By dimension.
This shows a desire for mutuality and reciprocity in interactions,
as they don’t want to just adhere to a specific value, but they want
others to also feel it. Above all, Trust was emphasised, supported by
Understanding, Encouragement, and Inclusion. showing the intention
to build relationships in which participants feel safe, recognised,
and empowered. As P16 (Belgium, Researcher) expressed, “That
they can like, jump on my car and we can do it together” to convey
a sense of shared ambition and mutual encouragement, expressing
that together they can take on different challenges.

4.1.3  Values | Admire in Others. These values reflect the virtues
researchers recognise and respect in the peers they work with,
revealing the professional ideals they believe support responsible
fieldwork and the kinds of dispositions they aspire to cultivate in
their own practice. The values admired in others included value
virtues such as Empathy (the most frequently cited), as participants
admire researchers who are “people [researchers] who always kind
of keep other people in mind” (P14, UK, Senior Researcher). In addi-
tion to these, participants also mentioned values that they aspired
to cultivate or strengthen, such as Wisdom, Instinct, Pragmatism,
Skill, and Attention.

4.1.4  Values In Conflict With. The values in conflict were crucial
to capture values that create internal tensions or external frictions
in participants work, particularly when fieldwork required them to
balance personal commitments with practical, methodological or
relational demands that pulled those values in competing directions.
While reflecting on their choices, participants often uncovered
personal contradictions, as in “sometimes it’s better to skip some
details, although I value details quite a lot. So that’s the tension
over there” from P16 (Belgium, Researcher). Others placed values
in this category not because they claimed them as their own, but
because they found them irritating or problematic in their work
context, such as Power, “elements of power in the workflow that
we are [in].” (P13, Belgium, Senior Researcher).

Participants most frequently highlighted tensions involving the
values of Criticism and Control. Some of these values, like Criticism,
were seen as necessary but uncomfortable, as participants recog-
nised that “it is an important thing, and that it has to guide the
work, and that it is positive” (P18, Portugal, PhD Student) while
still experiencing it as a source of conflict during fieldwork. Control
appeared as both an internal struggle, with participants recognising
that their desire for tight control could impede interactions, and
an external struggle, where lack of control over field conditions
led to unintended outcomes. For some, this tension was further
shaped by the unpredictable nature of fieldwork, which was “not as
straightforward as sometimes I would like it to be” (P17, Portugal,
PhD Student), requiring P17 to adapt in the moment, without the
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Figure 3: Four Word Clouds illustrating values identified by participants. From top left to right and bottom: Values I [the
researchers] live by, Values I want others to feel with me, Values I admire in others, and Values in conflict with. Word size
reflects the frequency with which each value was mentioned across workshops.

time to prepare in advance to feel more in control of the interactions
in the field.

Some values, such as Efficiency and Pragmatism, appeared both
in the Admired in Others and Conflict dimensions, showing how
participants aspired to these qualities yet also struggled with their
downsides. Participants often described such values as simultane-
ously useful and problematic. P21 (Portugal, Senior Researcher)
illustrated this ambivalence with Persistence: “Things in tension
with the work... persistence, again, because persistence can be stub-
bornness, and it can be that perfectionism. Then things I admire
in others.. To be responsible and persistent. I like people who are
persistent, who don’t let go, who don’t give up”, noting that it
can be admired yet also slip into stubbornness or perfectionism.
Finally, some participants located conflict within moral values, such
as Justice, Responsibility, and Diversity. These were acknowledged
as challenging to fully enact in practice as “it is not always easy [to
implement in practice].” (P20, Portugal, PhD Student).

Taken together, these accounts show how values underpin re-
searchers’ orientations toward fieldwork and shape their expecta-
tions of practice. Next, we describe how these values encountered
the contingencies of field settings, and how the dilemmas that arose
in situ gave rise to the value tensions that shaped researchers’
decision-making.

4.2 Value Tensions in Decision-Making

A key theme in our analysis was the tension between values in
decision-making. Participants often described situations where pur-
suing one value meant compromising another, and that they tried
to follow what felt most appropriate at the time. These dilemmas
reflected deeper uncertainty about how to act in line with their
values, as principles were not always clear. To capture this, we re-
articulated their accounts as questions—abstractions of the under-
lying conflicts rather than direct quotations. Each question centred
on a primary value under pressure, with participants responding
to this testing in different ways. This approach enabled us to trace
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how values and their boundaries were negotiated across different
contexts. The values that emerged most clearly from this process
were: Usefulness, Transparency, Care, Pragmatism, Support, Empathy,
and Trust. Table 3 summarises these questions and the values in
tension.

4.2.1 Usefulness: Am | designing something useful or just extracting
value? Researchers consistently expressed a deep desire to be Use-
ful - to honour the trust their participants placed in the research
relationship by approaching their accounts with Care, Empathy,
Inclusion, and a thoughtful Prioritisation of their needs and cir-
cumstances. Yet, this aspiration often collided with the realities
of project constraints. Many researchers in this study felt anxious
about whether their work truly generated benefit, or if it risked
leading to indifference, harm, or even tokenism rather than mean-
ingful change. P10 experienced this tension during visits to a day
care centre. Her goal was to identify needs that could inform a
technology-focused project. She immersed herself in the daily activ-
ities with older adults, but soon realised that the needs or aspirations
expressed by participants had little to do with technology at all.

“Some weeks after beginning these visits [to the day
care centre], I identified several needs from them [the
elderly people], which had nothing to do with technol-
ogy, and it was ok. But the thing was that I did nothing
about it, doing something about what I had identified.
So I did not pursue or address these needs [of elderly
people] afterwards.” (P10, Portugal, Researcher)

Out of a sense of care and responsibility, P10 chose not to ad-
vance a project, recognising that a technological intervention would
neither address participants’ actual needs nor create meaningful
value for them. For P10, refraining from action represented the most
responsible course of action. In contrast, P3 described the difficulty
of advocating for users’ needs in a project within the constraints of
feasibility, budgets, and deadlines. For her, being “Useful” meant
amplifying participants’ voices, designing for their agency, and
carefully managing expectations with products.

“Be careful with the promises for users regarding im-
provements. This was something that I learned in the
beginning of my journey as a designer. Like when
we have usability testing and or interviews. We want
to meet their needs right? So sometimes we say “Of
course this will be implemented”, “of course this will
be a feature”, you know? And then, when we talk with
the people who have power and make this kind of
decision, it is not always possible. So that’s a thing
that I try to do now, be very careful about this kind
of promises.” (P3, Brazil, Researcher)

Looking back, P3 reflected on the consequences of making promises
during fieldwork and how she now refrained from overpromising to
manage users expectations. Determining a project’s course had to
be negotiated with project managers and developer colleagues, so
it did not make sense to promise that something would be fixed or
changed during a fieldwork activity. Despite not being able to make
promises, P3 argued she could still bring participants’ struggles and
voiced issues to stakeholders, helping to rebalance power dynamics,
and increasing openness to address participants’ real needs.
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4.2.2 Transparency: Am | being transparent or tactical? Our work-
shops showed that Transparency was a core ethical value for re-
searchers participating in our study, especially when they worked
with participants. Transparency was framed as a moral responsi-
bility to ensure Clarity, Honesty, and Openness, thereby enabling
genuine autonomy and fostering trust. Implementing Transparency,
though, was fraught with pragmatic compromises. Researchers had
to constantly negotiate the gap between the principle of radical
openness and the tactical realities of recruitment, engagement, and
working with vulnerable populations. This negotiation often po-
sitioned Transparency in direct tension with values like Efficiency,
Care, and Pragmatism. At times, researchers explicitly resisted pres-
sures that compromised Transparency. P16, for example, recounted
being urged by a caregiver to exaggerate the benefits of a study to
persuade their partner, a person with dementia, to participate in
a study, a request that directly challenged the Transparency of the
project’s goals and scope.

“A caregiver asked me to convince a participant, who
was their partner, to join a specific study. I needed to
exaggerate the results [in her perspective]. “It’s going
to be enormous and it’s going to affect him in a very
positive way”. Only then would the participant be
interested in [taking part in the study]. So I was being
a bit pushed to the direction of not being transparent
and not having that sort of clear overview of what
this research was about and what our very limited
possibilities within this project were” (P16, Belgium,
Researcher)

Rather than complying, P16 reaffirmed her commitment to Trans-
parency by clarifying the study’s real scope, despite the awkward-
ness of doing so in front of both the caregiver and the potential
participant. In other cases, Transparency was not outright rejected
but strategically adapted, as some participants fear especially work-
ing with a sensitive population that full Transparency might para-
doxically undermine understanding. P5, for instance, reflected on
his early experiences of recruiting people with dementia, where
he feared that presenting the full informed consent process, in-
cluding details such as why recordings were needed and how data
would be handled, would overwhelm participants and jeopardise
recruitment.

“And I was always scared of losing participants be-
cause of all the technicalities of the informed consent.
So there I was like, with this dilemma of like saying:
What would I do? Do I explain the whole informed
consent, risking losing participants? Or do I have to
kind of water it down, the whole, what the informed
consent signified?” (P5, Italy, Researcher)

At the time, P5 chose to simplify explanations using “simple
words”, a strategy that enabled recruitment but limited Trans-
parency according to P5’s view. Reflecting on this, he later shifted
toward a practice of full disclosure, accepting the risk of partici-
pant attrition as “communicating with them about their own rights
is much more important than, of course, having participants”. In
a similar situation, P8 reported completely delegating the Trans-
parency, delivering consent forms for people with dementia to a
health care professional or a caregiver instead of directly to the



Navigating Ethical Dilemmas: The Value Landscape Behind Fieldwork Decisions

CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

Table 3: Overview of the ethical dilemma questions mentioned in workshop discussions, showing the stakeholders involved

and the values participants identified as being in tension.

Dilemma question

Primary value in tension

Associated values in tension

Am I designing something use- Usefulness
ful or just extracting value?

Am I being transparent or tacti- Transparency
cal?

Am I being protective or pater- Care

nalistic?

Am I being pragmatic or just Pragmatism
cutting a corner?

Am I supporting the project too  Supportiveness
much or not enough?

Where does empathy begin and Empathy
responsibility end?

Am I their voice or am [ misrep- Trust
resenting them?

Trust, Transparency, Responsibility, Care, Inclusion,
Power, Prioritisation, Sensibility, Contentment, Ser-
vice, Empathy, Humanisation, Collaboration, Dig-
nity, Consent

Candor, Explainability, Control, Agency, Clarity, Ex-
plainability, Trust, Respect

Autonomy, Inclusion, Participation, Experience, Re-
spect, Efficiency, Uncertainty, Ambition, Trust, Re-
liability

Transparency, Inclusion, Ambition, Efficiency, Em-
pathy, Privacy, Trust, Efficiency, Respect, Rigour,
Ethics

Availability, Time, Generosity, Empathy, Dignity,
Sensibility, Responsibility, Prioritisation, Trans-
parency, Privacy, Recognition, Empowerment
Responsibility, Trust, Reliability, Consent, Effi-
ciency, Time, Respect, Care, Uncertainty, Under-
standing, Perceptibility

Transparency, Power, Clarity, Truth, Hierarchy, Crit-
icism, Confidentiality, Anonymity, Autonomy, Visi-
bility, Ethics, Participation

individual. The health care professional could identify and recruit
individuals who were interested in taking part in an activity, while
P8 would later explain all study details, noting down who wished to
confirm their willingness to participate. P8 acknowledged that “it
lacks a bit of transparency”, but considers the trade-off acceptable
for the sake of Efficiency, reflecting a cultural context in which trust
and delegation are prioritised, as older adults in Portugal are often
apprehensive about signing documents?.

4.2.3 Care: Am | being protective or paternalistic? Researchers par-
ticipating in our study often described encountering participants
with vulnerabilities or specific needs for which they felt unprepared.
In these moments, their actions were guided by values of Inclusion
and Participation, but above all, a desire to protect participants from
harm, discomfort, embarrassment, or failure — a manifest of the
Care value. This protective instinct often manifests as adapting
methodologies or carefully managing the information provided. P8
recounted an interview at a daycare centre where she was unaware
that the participant had aphasia, a condition not accounted for in
the planned materials. Confronted with this unexpected situation,
P8 adjusted the questions on the spot, carefully modifying them to
ensure the participant could engage meaningfully.

“I was going to a daycare centre to interview some
older adults but I didn’t know that, the first participant
that I interviewed had aphasia. So I was planning
the interview with a person who couldn’t answer
my questions. So for me was really ...ok..., really

“4Elderly individuals in Portugal can be more susceptible to scams, and signing docu-
ments may be perceived as risky, potentially leading to financial loss or other harm.

stressful, what should I do in this moment?. And so
I continued doing the work without excluding the
person but I adapted the questions to be just for “yes”
or “no” answers [for them].” (P8, Portugal, Researcher)

The adaptations to the activity by P8 allowed her participant to
remain included and protected from exclusion or frustration during
the interview, reflecting P8’s intention to care for their wellbeing.
At the same time, this intervention constrained the participants’
agency by restricting how they could express themselves, even
though they might have preferred to pause, take more time, or
write instead. In doing so, the researcher’s effort to care risked
becoming paternalistic by implicitly assuming that the adapted for-
mat was the most appropriate way for the participant to respond.
P7 felt a similar tension while conducting interviews with pro-
fessionals bound by non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) related to
their work. NDAs restricted participants from sharing confidential
information about their work. To protect them, P7 reassured par-
ticipants that they could review and remove sensitive information
from transcripts. However, despite that measure, this protective
stance constrained P7’s ability to ask follow-up questions, poten-
tially limiting contextual insights.

“I felt a bit constrained to ask follow-up questions
because I did not want to make participants say too
much or somehow breach their NDA. In some cases, I
might have missed some important information that
did not need to be detailed but would add context.”
(P7, Portugal, Researcher)

This overly protective approach, though well-intentioned, not
only constrained the depth of data P7 was able to collect but also
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narrowed the expressive space available to participants. By decid-
ing in advance which lines of questioning might be too risky, P7
unintentionally closed off opportunities for participants to express
what they themselves felt safe, willing, or even eager to share. Had
participants been given greater freedom to express themselves —
with the option to redact sensitive content afterwards — P7 could
have obtained richer insights without compromising participant
protection.

4.2.4  Pragmatism: Am | being pragmatic or just cutting a corner?
Pragmatism emerged when researchers described the need to keep
their fieldwork activities moving despite the highly structured
procedures required to comply with ethics committees. This in-
cludes drafting proposals, submitting them for review, waiting for
approval, and then working within the boundaries of what was
accepted. Yet in practice, researchers faced an ongoing tension be-
tween advancing projects and upholding ethical standards, which
can push them to prioritise progress even when this means set-
ting aside steps to ensure Transparency, Privacy, Rigour and trust-
building. At times this meant starting work before approval, or
making real-time adjustments to methods and protocols to accom-
modate project demands or participants’ needs, often without the
time or opportunity to re-consult the ethics board. This was the case
for P21, whose approved protocol for interviews and questionnaires
assumed that people with cerebral palsy would be able to speak
or write. Upon arrival, she realised that some participants could
not respond either verbally or in writing due to severely affected
upper limbs. Forced to improvise in the moment, she looked for
an alternative, but the decision left her unsettled, as her actions
deviated from what had been approved by the ethics committee.

“I anticipated that they would be capable of respond-
ing, but there are people with cerebral palsy who in
fact have their upper limbs very severely affected.
They couldn’t respond neither by pen nor by elec-
tronic means. I therefore had to improvise and adjust,
and I found an intermediary. But I never... never felt
entirely at peace with having made that choice. Be-
cause, I think I didn’t have another alternative. But at
the same time, I felt that I didn’t ask for authorisation
for it and that I was breaking an agreement with the
Ethics Committee” (P21, Portugal, Senior Researcher)

P21 grappled with uncertainty over her decision to adapt the
session so it could proceed, questioning whether this improvisa-
tion constituted a necessary pragmatic response to the participants’
needs to be included or a breach of trust with the Ethics Committee.
She remained unsure whether it would be ethically appropriate to
use the data collected under these circumstances. P2, by contrast,
described a more everyday compromise of making small adjust-
ments to interview scripts without resubmitting them for ethical
review. He noted that this was a common practice among other
researchers he knew.

“When I ended up changing the [interview] questions
I don’t inform the ethics board... (...) so if the scope
of the questions, even if we are making some adjust-
ments [to them], that would be fine. But I'm not sure
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if the ethics board agree and I am not going to ask...
No show no tell” (P2, Portugal, Senior Researcher)

For P2, engaging in this pragmatic workaround placed values
such as Transparency, Rigor, Trust, and Inclusion, particularly in
relation to the ethics committee, under tension. While the action
technically bypassed the administrative review, it relied on the P2’s
judgment that the change was minimal and low-risk. This high-
lights a form of “pragmatic ethics”, where the researcher negotiates
between institutional rules and the practical flow of research, pri-
oritising Efficiency and Pragmatism while maintaining participants
and stakeholders safe.

4.2.5 Supportiveness: Am | supporting too much or not enough?
Supportiveness surfaced as a central value in fieldwork because re-
searchers in our study often depended on others to gain access to
sites, coordinate activities, or carry out fieldwork . The dependence
on others can generate ethical tension, as researchers frequently
encounter situations where all possible actions involve trade-offs.
Researchers in our study described being caught between two com-
peting obligations: remaining true to their own ethical values, even
at the risk of delaying or disrupting the project, or honouring the
contributions and expectations of others to ensure the project pro-
gressed smoothly. Navigating this tension often produced feelings
of guilt or moral discomfort, as researchers recognised that ful-
filling one responsibility could mean compromising another. For
example, P4, upon discovering her medical device project involved
animal testing, a practice she ethically opposed, felt the dilemma
of remaining silent and feel complicit, or speak up and risk being
perceived as difficult to work with. Although not directly involved
in the animal testing work, just by being a part of that project cre-
ated a strong sense of implication and inner conflict. This tension
shaped how she viewed her upcoming fieldwork tasks, knowing
that the data she would collect would support a project direction
she did not morally endorse. As she stated:

“One of the work packages includes a task that in-
volves animal testing... I was a little bit triggered
about that information. And I felt that dilemma of,
despite not being the one conducting the test, right?
But I'm inside this project and like, I want to know
more about it. And I, I feel like I wouldn’t agree with
some kinds of attitudes towards the animals... I don’t
know very well how to feel about that but since I'm
in this project I thought this should be something I
should reflect at least, and think what to do about it”
(P4, Portugal, Researcher)

The reflection on animal testing culminated in a drafted, but
unsent, email to the project manager. P4’s hesitation to send it re-
vealed the weight of this form of guilt. The fear that advocating for
her values would be an overstep, and could damage team harmony,
illustrated how Supportiveness can limit researchers’ willingness to
act on their values. In other cases, researchers also described feeling
guilty when they believed they had not done enough to reciprocate
the support or contributions given to them. This was not seen as
a simple oversight, but as a profound ethical failure in the social
contract of collaboration. P17 carried lingering guilt for failing to
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properly acknowledge and give back to participants for their valu-
able time and insights. In her view, this was not just a missed task,
but a moral shortcoming that devalued the participants’ generosity
and left the relationship feeling extractive and unbalanced.

“Right now it’s something that I think perhaps I should
have done before, that is, before I even did these inter-
views, I should already have known what the plan is
to follow and how I am going to repay the time that
people gave me and all these insights that are, in fact,
very valuable for me. And not even, that is, the people
who gave their time don’t even know how valuable
that is... And well, as it is the world of work, things
keep piling on, one writes articles, one does other
things and this gets pushed or gets dragged along”
(P17, Portugal, PhD Student)

In response to this ethical unease, P17 proposed a strategic shift
in practice to pre-empt such failures in the future. Her reflection
points to the necessity of proactive ethical planning, formulating
a clear plan for reciprocity before entering into collaborative en-
gagements. Using these strategies, according to P17, would provide
bidirectional support, as researchers and participants mutually con-
tribute to and benefit from the relationship.

4.2.6 Empathy: Where does empathy begin and responsibility end?
When situations in the field extend beyond methodological duties
and the boundaries between researcher and participant become
blurred, researchers participating in our study found themselves
negotiating where their ethical responsibility should reasonably
stop. Driven by Empathy, some described feeling compelled to put
aside research questions and instead take on a role to listen like a
“psychologist”, while others focus on gently steer the conversation
back toward the study’s aims. P20, for example, recounted an inter-
view in which a participant shifted from discussing the research
topic to sharing intimate struggles from her daily life making him
confuse on how to proceed.

“A participant... started talking about her family life,
the problems she had in her daily life, why it wasn’t
easy... Should we listen to this person? Give them
space because it will do them good? Or redirect and
be more rigid in the conversation, for what we want
to find?” (P20, Portugal, PhD Student).

In this case, P20 decided it was best to allow space for the par-
ticipant to speak as it was doing her “good”, while occasionally
attempting to bring the discussion back to the focus of the study.
Similarly, P17 described choosing to listen when faced with a par-
ticipant who persistently shared personal difficulties. For her, the
act of listening became part of the ethical exchange underpinning
the research encounter: “this person is participating in my study,
they are giving me something, so I also have a duty to give some-
thing back to them... I felt it was part of my duty, also being in
that position, to both receive and to give. That is to say, it was an
exchange there””. Other participants, however, emphasised the risks
of Empathy taken too far as sensitive disclosures sometimes require
professional responses that researchers are not equipped to provide.
P14 reflected on a particularly challenging situation in which her
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institutional ID card, marked as Doctor, shaped the participants’
perception and prompted a flood of highly personal disclosures:

“So the issue was how do I stop them [from] disclosing
stuff I am not qualified to listen to? At the same time
how do I do it without interrupting a person who'’s
going to cry if I say the wrong thing. And it was
very upsetting situation for everyone involved... You
want participants to trust you but you don’t want
participants to trust you too much” (P14, UK, Senior
Researcher).

In response, P14 adapted her practice for subsequent interviews,
introducing herself as a designer, avoiding showing her ID, and
dressing in a way that emphasised her design role rather than that
of a researcher. This way participants could feel comfortable, while
avoiding a level of disclosure that risked harm for both participant
and researcher.

4.2.7 Trust: Am | their voice or am | misrepresenting them? Re-
searchers who engage in fieldwork occupy a delicate intermedi-
ary role between their participants and readers of their study. Re-
searchers are tasked with amplifying participants’ voices while
simultaneously fulfilling an ethical duty to maintain Trust. This
duty involves shielding participants from unwanted exposure, po-
tential harm, and the risk of misrepresentation. Occupying this
positioning creates a difficult balance, since researchers must act
as faithful advocates for participants while avoiding actions that
might unintentionally limit or influence what participants are able
to express. In doing so, Trust becomes a value negotiated alongside
concerns for participants’ truth and the broader power dynamics
that can distort or constrain how their perspectives are voiced. This
tension is starkly evident when working with vulnerable popula-
tions, where this attention and care is crucial for establishing a
trusted relationship. P13 reflected on a project where he invited
a person with dementia he had worked with before to participate
in his documentary, and they agreed. But despite this verbal as-
sent to participate in the documentary, P13 later realised that the
participants’ body language signalled dissent.

“So I asked her “Do you want to be involved?” and she
said yes. Years after when I reviewed the movie or the
things that were stated at that point, I realised that
she said yes but her body said no. And the way she
acted also, when we were taping stuff it was actually
saying no. But I didn’t realise it at that point and I
think that’s also something, or maybe I didn’t realise
or I knew something was off but I didn’t understand
it” (P13, Belgium, Senior Researcher)

P13 underscores how important it is to make sure another person,
like a caregiver, is available to confirm participants’ intentions
when verbal communication contrasts with their body language.
P5, who works in their fieldwork activities with both people with
dementia and their caregivers, reported that this sometimes created
the challenge of balancing feedback from both parties, as caregivers
would often speak over the person with dementia.

“What happens sometimes is that, caregivers try to
reply to some of the questions. So they try to kind
of like, say “Ah yes,, he is not able to do anything
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of what you are asking” right? ... trying to balancing
between these two people was a bit difficult at first.
One of the first time it happened, that I listened more
to the caregiver rather than the person with dementia”
(P5, Italy, Researcher)

Initially, P5 defaulted to the caregiver’s authority, later learning
to be “a bit sceptical of what they said” to prioritise the perspec-
tive of the person with dementia. Power dynamics also further
complicated authentic voice representation, even when researchers
attempted to mitigate their influence. P18, who conducted inter-
views with their own students for a study, noted that participants
often told her what they thought the researcher wanted to hear,
despite reassurances of confidentiality.

“The participants were my students. And I felt that
there were parts where they were very divided be-
tween telling me what they thought I wanted to hear
and telling the truth. I also always tried to tell them:
“Don’t worry, this is just a study, it’s just for me to
know what you think. It won’t have any influence
on your training. The head coach, you know, more
or less my boss, won’t know about this. No, it won’t
be identified”. But, I don’t know to what extent that
reassurance from me actually made them feel 100%
comfortable to say what they really wanted.” (P18,
Portugal, PhD student)

Even though P18 attempted to mitigate bias by conducting in-
terviews in a separate room with participants and without other
trainers present, she still felt that the results could have been in-
fluenced by their role, highlighting the persistent tension between
Trust, Power, and the authenticity of representing participants in
research.

5 Discussion
5.1 Ethics and Value Dynamics in the Fieldwork

As the literature anticipated, many of the ethical dilemmas that
surfaced in the workshops — such as maintaining appropriate bound-
aries with participants, ensuring autonomy, protecting anonymity
and confidentiality, and avoiding harm to both participants and
researchers — resonate with these earlier accounts. They also echo
the notion of moral stress [86], which describes the unease that
arises when researchers perceive a dilemma between their moral
obligations and their capacity to meet them. At the same time, our
study added two further themes that have received less attention: 1)
the difficulty of honouring participant involvement when expecta-
tions could not be fulfilled, and 2) the strain of negotiating personal
boundaries clash with project requirements or team expectations,
highlighting a new layer of researcher vulnerability [99].
Although participants worked within their own domain-specific
codes of ethics [109], leading to procedural variation across national
research contexts, they all nevertheless described similar dilemmas
arising throughout different stages of fieldwork. Before entering
the field, Transparency surfaced during recruitment when P16 was
asked by a caregiver to exaggerate study benefits to secure a partic-
ipant’s involvement. Pragmatism appeared in decisions aimed at
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ensuring efficiency, such as when P2 revised interview guides with-
out re-submitting them for ethics approval. Finally, Supportiveness
emerged when project expectations conflicted with professional
personal values, as in P4’s discomfort with contributing to a project
involving animal testing. Others emerged directly during fieldwork,
most often while conducting interviews, observations, or usability
tests. These situations often tested values such as Care, Empathy,
Trust, Usefulness and Pragmatism. Care was challenged by the need
to protect participants from discomfort, Empathy by decisions about
how to engage with personal disclosures, Trust by moments when
participants’ understanding or consent felt uncertain, and Pragma-
tism by field conditions that required deviations from approved
procedures, as in P21s’ case. Fieldwork dilemmas continued after
leaving the field, when researchers reassessed the implications of
their actions for participants. In this phase, Usefulness involved
questioning whether the research had genuinely benefited partic-
ipants, as in P3s’ concern that interview contributions might not
translate into meaningful outcomes. Supportiveness involved un-
certainty about how to adequately acknowledge and reciprocate
participants’ contributions after the study. Trust was also recon-
sidered, as illustrated by P13s’ retrospective doubts about whether
consent had been fully informed or freely given. Aligning with
Munteanu et al. [72], our findings suggest that despite procedural
differences across countries and disciplines, the ethical principles
underpinning research practice remain largely universal. This align-
ment reinforces the relevance of situational and in-action ethics as
conceptual lenses for fieldwork.

Overall, our study confirms that researchers need to adapt their
practice to face different fieldwork challenges [72]. Adaptations
to fieldwork practice happen regularly and are prompted by im-
portant ethical situations, where researchers are confronted with
ethical conflicts, and need to weigh their values to decide how best
to proceed [31]. However, deciding on these conflicts or dilemmas
requires that researchers recognise they are in their presence in the
first place, which is not always straightforward according to our par-
ticipants. We uncovered a number of instances during workshops
where researchers treated clear ethical dimensions as technical
or procedural challenges, which meant that the underlying moral
questions remained unnoticed or only emerged in hindsight. There
were moments where the dilemma that was actively reflected upon
was not necessarily the most pressing ethical issue at stake, with
deeper questions remaining unaddressed. For example, P5 wrestled
with how much to simplify consent for understanding, without
fully confronting the deeper issue of how this might restrict par-
ticipants’ autonomy. Conversely, there were situations in which
researchers were fully aware that their actions were not ethically
ideal, yet chose to proceed because they prioritised other goals and
framed these choices as justified compromises. P2 illustrated this
when explaining that they adjusted interview questions without
notifying the ethics board, believing the changes were minor while
also admitting uncertainty about whether the board would approve.
These findings highlight a gap in both situational and in-action
ethics. While they capture how researchers adapt and reflect in the
moment, they offer little guidance for situations where dilemmas
are overlooked, reframed, or knowingly compromised, leaving the
ethical dimensions of practice only partially addressed. Developing
ethical sensibility [41] could therefore be seen as a precondition for
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situational or in-action ethics to function effectively in the absence
of explicit dilemmas. This also points to a shift in rules or guidelines,
to the role of researchers’ moral character and the cultivation of
virtues [102] and values [33] in shaping the researchers’ practice.

Our study further showed that a value can simultaneously be
a virtue — guiding and inspiring ethical conduct - as well as a
source of strain or even an obstacle for the same researcher [76].
For example, P20, who was guided by Empathy in his practice,
recounted a dilemma in which this value was tested when he was
unsure how much he should allow a participant to share about their
personal problems.

While explaining the values in tension at ethical challenges, par-
ticipants showed that how they held a value shaped their actions.
At times, values came into tension with one another, which aligns
with prior work by Petersen [80]. Moreover, values such as Care,
Support, and Empathy frequently expanded beyond professional
limits, placing additional emotional and practical responsibility on
researchers, which we will describe as overextension. In contrast,
other values showed signs of fading from practice or being side-
lined, which we will henceforth describe as erosion. Usefulness,
Trust, Transparency, and Pragmatism were sometimes deprioritised,
particularly in tensions with stakeholders, project demands and
ethics committees.

Our findings extended the perspective of ethical mediators [48]
by foregrounding researchers’ individual practice. In this way, we
interpret these practices through the lens of values, building on
Schwartz’s view [94], of values as guiding principles of commit-
ment. In doing so, we show how commitments are not only shaped
by researchers’ professional values, but also constrained or rein-
forced by external dimensions such as organisational structures and
applied ethics. Our findings extend this perspective by illustrating
how external pressures can shift values themselves, pushing them
toward erosion or overextension (shown in Figure 4 and Figure 5)
rather than leaving them as stable guides for practice.

These seven values — Usefulness, Transparency, Supportiveness,
Trust, Empathy, Pragmatism and Care — were identified by researchers
as values guiding their professional practice. Some, such as Useful-
ness and Pragmatism, had already been recognised as professional
values in conflict, while others — Empathy, Trust, Care, Transparency,
and Supportiveness — only revealed situational tensions as they un-
folded in practice. Adding to the values highlighted in prior work
as central to research ethics—namely Ethics, Openness and Trans-
parency [92]—our participants showed that these and other values
also acted as practical guides. As the cited literature notes, such
values frequently come into tension in empirical contexts when
participant protection or situational constraints limit what can be
shared or disclosed [92]. Our findings similarly show that, within
fieldwork, these tensions became more acute, requiring researchers
to weigh competing considerations rather than uphold all principles
simultaneously. Taken together with Nishal and Diakopoulos [76],
our findings challenge constructing lists of ethically human values
[34] as prescription for guidance, as values can shift between being
aspirational, constraining, or even burdensome, depending on how
they are taken up in concrete situations. This perspective adds nu-
ance to existing approaches by highlighting that values in HCI are
not simply to be named or prescribed, but must be understood in
their lived complexity.
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The seven questions outlined in this paper may also extend exist-
ing ethics reflection methods by adding a layer of reflection on value
positionality. For example, they could enrich value scenarios [75],
which map how technologies shape values across time, context,
and actors, by prompting researchers to consider where each value
might fall on the continuum between erosion and overextension in
those futures. Similarly, they could complement Values at Play [29]
by supporting reflection during the identification and negotiation
of values, making visible how value positions shift (or cannot shift)
as projects unfold. In the case of Value Levers [95], organisational
practices in a workflow that bring values to the surface and cre-
ate openings for ethical deliberation, the questions could surface
how individual researchers differently hold or negotiate concerns,
highlighting the tensions that shape the path toward consensus. By
making value positionality explicit, teams can anticipate conflicts
[98], negotiate solutions [63], and create collaborations that are
ethically grounded.

Our findings challenge assumptions in existing approaches to
value elicitation. While frameworks such as VSD aim to surface
values in design [33], they often obscure which dimension of a
value is being expressed — whether it is a guiding principle, an
aspiration, something hoped for in others, or a tension in everyday
practice. This ambiguity reinforces long-standing critiques of VSD
for treating values as static and universal [49], overlooking how
ethical reflection is situated [22, 56, 77, 110] and the character of
values is undetermined [66]. By contrast, our study shows that
values operate across multiple layers and can even slip into erosion
or overuse, a complexity that risks being missed when approaches
focus solely on cultivating virtues [102], as in Virtuous Practice
Design [88]. Recognising this multiplicity shifts the discussion from
naming values to interrogating how they are lived, negotiated, and
sometimes distorted in practice.

5.2 Implications for Practice: Need to Support
Reflection by Researchers

Recognising the importance attributed by participants to ethical
reflection on fieldwork practices, we reflected on three main ways to
use the identified questions or tensions to support ethical reflection
across a project. Their purpose is to help researchers anticipate
and align behaviours before or during fieldwork, or to support
individual or team reflection afterwards. Although developed from
fieldwork dilemmas, these questions are also relevant for qualitative
and design research more broadly, where values routinely guide
decisions. We therefore outline three possible uses: i) Use identified
questions for supporting ethics reflection, and ii) Create tools to
support ethics reflection, or iii) Use ethical reflection to improve
conduct in professional associations.

5.2.1 Use Identified Questions to Support Ethics Reflection in Prac-
tice. We proposed that the seven questions identified in this study
can guide ethics dialogue and reflection by researchers. We imag-
ined that they could be used as prompts in research group meetings,
ethics training, or project kick-offs to spark conversations about
how different team members position themselves in relation to a
value (e.g., Where does empathy begin and responsibility end?)
or what the approach to a specific project would be. By framing
values as open questions rather than fixed principles, the tool shifts
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Figure 4: The value of Care within the value tension exploration lens. As a guiding value, Care can be stretched toward

overextension (Paternalism) or risk erosion (Neglect).
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Figure 5: The value of Pragmatism within the value tension exploration lens. As a guiding value, Pragmatism can be stretched

toward overextension (Rigidity) or risk erosion (Shortcuts).

focus from prescribing behaviour to enabling team alignment. This
is especially valuable in interdisciplinary teams, where divergent
commitments and constraints often need to be negotiated. Partic-
ipants themselves expressed a desire for such reflective practice.
As P17 mentioned in the results, they reflected on how they would
be able to repay participants, signalling the need for structured
opportunities to anticipate ethical tensions rather than react to
them retrospectively. P3 also expressed interest in opportunities to
help articulate boundaries and manage expectations early in the
process, when mentioning the feature requests by participants.

We imagined these sessions could occur once a year, as part of an
offsite from a research group or similar activity, or more regularly,
in groups that meet every few months to reflect on their collective
practice. It will be important to understand whether the workshop
activity would work longitudinally, but considering the amount
of recent issues brought forward by participants in our study, we
are led to think that yearly sessions would have enough important
ethical moments to reflect upon.

Drawing on these group discussions, researchers could develop
research group manuals or codes of conduct, detailing how mem-
bers of the group reflect on different principles and have chosen
to act in the past, allowing future researchers to anticipate simi-
lar dilemmas and avoid repeating past mistakes. In doing so, the
questions would foster a culture of ethical anticipation rather than
reactive problem-solving.

5.2.2  Create Tools to Support Ethics Reflection. This study offered
many important ethical moments from researchers’ perspectives
and we believe these could be used in an educational tool for stu-
dents and early career researchers. Having conducted a similar
workshop in different institutions, it would be possible to gather a
dataset of important ethical moments that could be used in a tool
to support ethics development and reflection for people who are
starting fieldwork. Drawing on practical examples that appeared
in the field is particularly relevant because, as participants from
this study mentioned, ethical principles and code of conduct rarely
address the practical challenges and issues that they face when
conducting fieldwork. It would also be important to cover issues re-
lated with different points of projects, because as this study shows,
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important ethical moments can be raised at very different points in
the process.

There would be different ways to implement such a tool, includ-
ing Kahoot-like® user interfaces or interactions, asking users to
read a vignette and choose a particular course of action to follow.
Each option would provide advantages and inconveniences, as well
as the reflection of the researchers who saw themselves in that
particular situation. Rather than encouraging users to reach the
best possible course of action, the idea would be to gain ethical
literacy and consider different options, encouraging researchers to
develop ethical sensitivity in their fieldwork.

5.2.3  Use Ethical Reflection to Improve Conduct in Professional As-
sociations. As the literature highlights, the responsibility for apply-
ing reflexive tools should not rest solely on individual researchers or
isolated groups [21]. Broader conversations within the SIGCHI com-
munity [25-28] echo this point, emphasising that ethical challenges
demand communal reflection and dialogue to build guidelines and
processes that can support researchers in practice [104, 106]. This
aligns with calls for researchers to raise awareness, foster inclusive
dialogue, embed ethics into everyday routines [20, 64, 81, 106] and
engage with real dilemmas and value negotiations [12, 21]. Our
contribution of seven reflective questions can support this agenda
by providing an entry point for shared deliberation, helping re-
searchers and institutions alike to surface tensions and align ethical
positions. Such reflection can be institutionally scaffolded through
ethics committees or initiatives [96] such as the SIGCHI Research
Ethics Committee or SIGCHI CARES, which provide formal spaces
for peer support and ethical deliberation. This kind of institutional
scaffolding is particularly relevant in light of participants’ accounts
that formal ethics review processes are losing their reflexive dimen-
sion, reduced to template completion with little engagement with
their ethical purpose. Embedding our questions into such emergent
or existing structures could help reconfigure these moments, ensur-
ing that reflexivity remains central to ethical practice rather than
becoming a purely bureaucratic requirement.

5.3 Limitations

This work has four main limitations. First, while our sample in-
cluded participants from six nationalities across five countries,
most participants (10/21) were affiliated to the same institution
and (15/21) worked within the Portuguese research context. This
concentration limits the institutional and geographic diversity of
perspectives represented, whereas different organisational environ-
ments could have revealed other kinds of value tensions due to
variation in institutional norms and research practices. Second, the
vast majority of participants (18/21) work in countries with flexible
formal ethics oversight, which may not exactly be the same to re-
searchers in countries with stricter regulatory frameworks around
ethics. Third, this study was conducted with researchers who volun-
teered for the ethics workshops. This voluntary participation, may
have resulted in a sample of participants particularly attuned to
reflecting and articulating ethical concerns. Fourth, our sample was
composed mostly of researchers working in universities or research
institutes. Industry researchers, freelancers, and community-based

SKahoot is an educational platform that enables to create gamified interactions for
students, available at: https://kahoot.com.

CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

researchers often work under different constraints and incentives,
shaped by their institutional affiliation, accountability, and goals.
As a result, they may encounter ethical challenges that differ from
those identified in our study. As with all qualitative research, our
findings are inherently situated. While the insights can be translat-
able to other settings, differences related to ethics environments,
participant recruitment, institutional affiliations, and contextual
origins warrant further exploration.

6 Conclusions and Future Work

In this paper, we explored how researchers navigate ethical dilem-
mas, focusing on what drives their ethical decision-making pro-
cesses. Specifically, we examine how values are guiding individual
practice and the tensions that arise when these values come into
play during fieldwork. Through the workshops with 21 researchers,
we found that values are not strict principles to guide practice, but
also aspirations that researchers strive toward, sometimes struggle
to embody, and seek to cultivate in their relationships with par-
ticipants and colleagues. Moreover, these values can be stretched,
either through erosion, when pressures weaken their influence,
or through overextension, when rigid application introduces unin-
tended consequences. To make this complexity visible, we proposed
seven questions that are not intended as guidelines or recommen-
dations, but as starting points for conversations about how — and
whether — we act upon values such as Usefulness, Transparency,
Care, Pragmatism, Supportiveness, Trust, and Empathy in research
practice. We hope these findings inspire future work on how value
tensions shape fieldwork and inform the design of educational tools
that help researchers, especially those at the start of their careers,
to anticipate, reflect on, and navigate ethical challenges in HCL

Our work opens several opportunities for future research. A
first avenue is to examine how participation in reflexive ethics
workshops influences researchers’ practices over time. While our
study captured immediate reflections, it remains unclear what these
sessions bring to participants in longitudinal sessions or in the long
run. It would be interesting to follow participants over months or
years to see whether reflective practices are sustained, adapted,
or abandoned, while also testing the workshop again to evaluate
participants’ ongoing engagement.

A second opportunity lies in broadening the range of stakehold-
ers considered. Future studies could include research participants
themselves, as well as other project stakeholders such as technol-
ogy developers. Addressing new cultural and institutional contexts,
in particular, perspectives from non-Western and other work set-
tings would be especially valuable, as these may surface different
challenges and understandings of values. Comparative work across
differing ethics oversight models would also help clarify how value
tensions manifest under contrasting regulatory conditions.

Finally, building on the findings of this research, our team aims
to develop a practical tool to support the education of researchers
who are beginning to engage in fieldwork. With this tool, we aim
to help researchers anticipate, surface and navigate more prepared
ethical dilemmas when they arise in practice.


https://kahoot.com
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